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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

Mount Gilboa Church is located on the west side of Westchester Avenue, 
just north of Oella Avenue in Baltimore County, Maryland. This small 
stone church, chree by four bays, faces east. A plaque in the front 
gable gives the date 1859. 

The front facade is ashlar masonry, but the sides and rear are of rubble. 
The sanctuaryLon the principal floor sits on a high basement which is 
used for the Sunday school and social area. Basement openings are boarded 
and have large stone lintels and sills. 

Entry to the building is through double paneled doors at the front of the 
basement. Inside is a small vestibule flanked by a quarter turn stair 
with a landing leading up to the sanctuary. The sanctuary is plain, fin
ished with white plaster walls. On the interior the openings, having 
4/4 windows, are splayed. 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

Mount Gilboa has served the same community of black families since the 
18th century. That community today continues to look to this building 
as its central focus and important local landmark. 

Mount Gilboa A.M.E. Church is remembered as the site where Benjamin 
Banneker, free black scientist of the 18th century, worshipped and attend
ed school. Located in Oella in Baltimore County, Maryland not far from 
the site of Banneker's farm, it stands as a symbol of honor to an ingenious 
American. 

Benjamin Banneker was born in 1731 on a farm in Oella. A self-taught math 
emetician, he published an almanac from 17 92 to 1806 for which he made all 
••-he astronomical calculations and weather predictions. His work was 
raised by Thomas Jefferson, then Secretary of State. His achievement 

was considered the more remarkable because he had little schooling and 
studied mathematics and astronomy in the time that he had free from farm
ing. The Ellicott brothers, prominent because of the milling industry 
(see Ellicott City Historic District, Howard County, and Oella and 
Ellicotts Mills Historic Districts, Baltimore County), were friendly with 
Banneker, and shared with him their books on science and mathematics. 

Banneker was also a surveyor and was hired in this capacity to work with 
the Ellicotts on the plans for the City of Washington. Although he did 
not play a major role in this project, his participation on any level 
is important for that time. 

The present Mount Gilboa Church (1859) is located on a tract of land dedi
cated in the 18th century by the Ellicott family for "an African Meeting 
House and School House." In 1836 the Ellicott family formally deeded the 
property to the black community for their use as long as the property 
continued to function for religious and educational purposes. 

The Benjamin Banneker Memorial Committee and the adjacent community at 
large have undergone a twelve-year project to provide recognition for 
Benjamin Banneker. His 100-acre farm at the southeast corner of Oella 
Westchester Avenues has been cut up into numerous tracts and does not 
resemble its 18th-century appearance. The site of Banneker's house is 
r } known, leaving Mount Gilboa as the sole above ground memorial to 
Banneker. 

and 
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E3 DESCRIPTION 

CHECK ONE CHECK ONE 

X-UNALTEREO X.ORIGINAI SITE 

—ALTERED _MOVEO OATE 

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

Mount Gilboa Church is located on the west side of Westchester Avenue 
(No. 1221), just north of Oella Avenue in the first district of Baltimore 
County. This small stone church, three by four bays, faces east, and 
measures 28 X 42. A plaque in the front gable gives the date; 1859. 

The front facade is ashlar masonry, but the sides and rear are of rubble. 
The sanctuary on the principal floor sits on a high basement which is 
used for the Sunday school and social area. Basement openings are boarded 
and have large stone lintels and sills. J 
Entry to the building is through double' paneled doors at the front of the 
basement. Inside is a small vestibule flanked by a quarter turn stair 
with a landing leading up to the sanctuary. The sanctuary is plain, 
finished with white plaster walls. On the interior the openings, having 
4/4 windows, are splayed. 

Mount Gilboa has the same overall dimensions as Old Salem Evangelical 
Lutheran Church on Ingleside Avenue, and it has been remarked that Old 
Salem (1849) and the extinct Saint Agnes Church of 1853 had a certain 
resemblance in their straightforward design and technique of construction. ;j 
The builder of Old Salem is a matter of record, but that of Mount Gilboa 
is at present lost. 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

Mount Gilboa Chapel is significant as an achievement on the part of 
free black people who built a substantial stone church of about the same 
size and quality as the places of worship used by other small congrega
tions of the dominant majority. Mount Gilboa of the present is the re
placement of an earlier log chapel of unknown origin. There was certain
ly no place of Methodist worship in 1799, when the Rev. William Colbert 
recorded preaching about a mile away at the Hagerty Paper Mill on River 
Road just south of Frederick Road (September 22, 1799). There is proof 
in an Ellicott family deed of partition made in 1835 that there existed 
a road leading to the "African Meeting" (Liber TK 260:27). If such a 
meetinghouse was in use before 1806, it is conceivable that Benjamin 
Banneker, Cella's first man of science and letters, could have attended 
services there as traditions hold. It is of record that the Rev. William 
Colbert on his 1799 visit performed a Methodist burial service for a Ban
neker relative (Bedini, 1972, p. 254-255). 

The name "Mount Gilboa" attached itself to the church by an indirect 
route. The ground occupied by the church was first surveyed under the 
name of "Stout" in 1702 for Thomas Beale. In 1761, William Williams, who 
then owned part of the original 529-acre Stout tract, had his 329-acre 
portion resurveyed under the new name of "Mount Gilboa." That mountain, 
located in present Israel, is mentioned but casually in the First and 
Second Books of Samuel, and merely as the place where King Saul's body was 
found after a battle (I Sam. 31:8, and II Sam. 1:21). 

In 1803, the Ellicott brothers, who had acquired numerous scattered 
properties, had a large acreage, stretching over a mile along the Patapsco 
Valley, resurveyed into one tract (with more the 130 boundary lines) under 
the title of "West Ilchester" (Anne Arundel Patented Certificate No. 1673, 
Hall of Records). This resurvey drew new lines around — and included 
within its boundaries — the former tobacco farm of Benjamin Banneker which 
the Ellicotts had bought from him about 1799. 

The resurvey skirted around and excluded a ten-acre plot which the 
certificate of survey showed as "Negroes' Lott." That lot, part of "Mount 
Gilboa," had been bequeathed in 1786 to her former slaves by Mrs. Mary 
Williams, a Quaker and widow of William Williams. This bequest was mostly 
west of present Oella Avenue (which was not laid out until 1808). The 
free people who owned that small tract formed the basis for the Mount Gil-

CONTINUE ON SEPARATE SHEET IF NECESSARY 
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boa Chapel congregation and their descendants;' still hold small lots in the 
ten-acre tract. 

The chapel property is formed of tv̂ o parcels: the part at the NW corner 
f Westchester and Oella Avenues is an (84-acre tract costing $50, conveyed 
as the "Cemetery Lot" from the Union Bank.of Maryland to the Free African 
Burying Ground Association, July 10, 1846 (Liber TK 368:141). The upper end 
of the property is a 0̂ .25*-acre plot called The Meeting House Lot, and its ... > 
lines are described in an 1846 certificate of survey in the possession of the ' 
trustees. The certificate mentions a lot, log house, and schoolhouse that 
previously was "set out ... the same now lying within outlines of Lot 4." 
All this ground had been Ellicott property and the chapel portion was a gift 
by that family to the congregation — with a reversion clause if services were 
discontinued for more than two years. It is.clear that the congregation had 
use of the meetinghouse lot and had built upon it or employed an existing 
structure there before acquiring title under the certificate. 

J. C. Sidney's map of 1850 shows "Coloured Meeting House" at this spot. 
The construction date of the present chapel is confirmed by a stone set in 
the front gable reading: "MT. GILBOA CHAPEL/1859." The churchtWs part of an 
AME Conference with headquarters in Washington, D.C., but no records of the 
earliest period have been found. 

"Mount Gilboa has served the same community of black families since the 
18th (sic) Century. That community," in the words of the Rev. Roland Howard, 
past minister, "continues to look to this building as its central focus and 
important local landmark." 

By 1971, the congregation Was reduced to eight members, but the trustees 
ve held on in spite of difficulties. The chapel lies outside the Oella His

toric District (National Register) but was entered in its own right on the 
National Register of Historic Places on October 21, 1976. 

In the spring of 1977, the church members and clergy were engaged in 
planning for a new roof, relying on a "block grant" applicable to National 
Register properties. On Monday, April 11, 1977, a fire started in the roof 
and burned through in places. The blaze was put out by Baltimore County fire 
companies and the Ellicott City unit. The State of Maryland has selected the 
Mount Gilboa grounds as the site of an obelisk dedicated to the memory of 
neighbor Benjamin Banneker. Planst now in the works call for using the chapel 
basement to house displays relating to Banneker's work in astronomy and sur
veying. 

..w 
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